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James G. Holland provide examples of designing systems of behavior change with and for those whose behavior is being changed. In this introduction to the paper, I would like to share contemporary examples of designing systems that benefit those in power versus systems that benefit those whose behavior is targeted. I will conclude with a set of questions that all behavior analysts should ask themselves prior to embarking on a contingency management project.
Recently the US intelligence community hired psychologists to design more effective interrogation techniques for use with detained people considered to be potential terrorists. Investigations of these procedures by our government exposed the techniques as torture. The psychologists involved were not members of a professional body of psychologists and therefore not under any professional ethical scrutiny, other than their own and those who hired them. They designed an interrogation system based in large part on "learned helplessness," an area of research conducted by the prominent behaviorist, Martin Seligman, in the 1960s and 1970s. In trying to better understand human depression, Seligman discovered that when lab animals were faced with a schedule of punishment from which they could not escape, they became passive and unable to escape the punishment even when opportunities were presented to do so. This learned helplessness had very important implications for people suffering from depression. Behaviorists developed positive interventions that could reduce learned helplessness in people to alleviate some of the more disabling aspects of depression.
The enhanced interrogation techniques were used to establish learned helplessness among the detainees.
Here is clearly an example in which those in power were to benefit and those whose behavior was being modified had no escape, no choice, and certainly no input into their situation. Psychologists in general and behaviorists in particular were appalled with this misapplication of our science. Seligman (2010) issued a statement to the public, "I am grieved and horrified that good science, which has helped so many people overcome depression, may have been used for such bad purposes".
The outcome of these enhanced interrogation techniques is consistent with the examples I provide in my article, "Are behavior principles for revolutionaries?". When behavior change systems are used to coerce change in subjugated people, the results often do not lead to the desired behavior change -those who are coerced resist, engage in countercontrol behavior, or find other means to avoid the punishment or access the reinforcement. And, in fact, it appears that the enhanced interrogation techniques never resulted in intelligence information of any value. Coercive control can, on the surface, appear to work, but our science tells us it is not an effective way to change behavior.
Too bad those who hired these psychologists did not have access to the behavioral research on coercive control, for they then would have known these psychologists were selling something that would not work. Too bad we behaviorists have not done the job we need to do in communicating with the public broadly on the effective AND ethical use of behavioral principles. I have written at length elsewhere that there is no such thing as a value-free application of a science, including behaviorism. The science is value free, but those applying the science can be affected by strong contingencies to use behavior principles in ways that our science (including its research results) does not support (e.g., in the enhanced interrogation case, these psychologists were paid $81 million (Santhanam, (2014) ).
Beyond the ethical oversight provided by a professional member organization, there are at least three ways to counter-act the contingencies operating on behaviorists, or to police this kind of behavior by those purporting to use sound behavioral principles: 1) have more people understand these principles so they could spot incorrect uses; 2) require of those hiring designers of behavior change within a system of great inequality of power, the use of independent experts to judge the likelihood of effectiveness and ethical use; 3) teach all students of behavior analysis (and re-teach the professionals as well) about the unin- Similarly, for office employees, although the cafeteria offered a few "healthy" options, hardly anyone tried them. So one key goal of the program was to find ways to encourage peer groups to reinforce one another's healthy behaviors. For example, for office employees, a weekly game called, "Try it -Buy it" was instituted. Twice a month in the cafeteria, a nutritionally sound snack was presented, and everyone who tried it got to vote on whether they liked it or not. Snacks that scored above some criteria were put on regular cafeteria rotation, and their recipes (and nutritional information) were made available to employees to make at home.
Supervisors received training and re-training on encouraging employees' progress (and never shaming anyone) and eliminating any of their previous behaviors that may have discouraged healthy choices.
Thus the context for the program, within the smaller work team, was more likely to be positive (and coercion avoided) and directed toward greater healthy behaviors.
Prior to the implementation of the wellness plan, work teams met once a week for a work review of which the first 5 to 10 minutes were devoted to "safety." The wellness plan was deemed an aspect of safety (healthier employees results in fewer accidents) and once a month the work teams were given relevant health themes to discuss during the 5-10 minutes' safety sessions. For example, during the hot summers, they dis- lives; at one point free accelerometers were made available to family members too so they could join the employee in developing healthy walking habits.
Finally, the CEO was a model of the wellness plan.
He wore his accelerometer everywhere he went; he lost 20 pounds; and he highlighted in the corporate monthly newsletter the suggestions for healthier behavior from each team.
Here you see a stratified system, one with power at the top over much lower paid employees on the bottom.
However, the coercion that so often creeps into systems like this seems to be being avoided. First, those at the top exposed themselves to the similar behavioral contingencies as those at the bottom. The CEO participated in the wellness programs too. One wonders how far the enhanced interrogation techniques would have gone if those in charge had exposed themselves to the same contingencies as those interrogated.
Secondly, the targeted behaviors were ones that mattered to the employees at all levels. In their work teams, they developed team targets (e.g., accessing only healthy snacks) making the targets even more tailored to what they wanted. These questions are guided by many decades of research on contingency management systems and human behavior. The research shows us that coercive systems yield undesirable results; that frequent reinforcement must occur close in time to the desired behavior; that intrinsic reinforcement (natural reinforcement) will more likely sustain behavior change and should be "programmed" to assure such generalization; that frequent feedback is essential for behavior change; that effective reinforcers for desired behavior change are context and person dependent. Our science says it is so. All of these questions guide us toward a positive use of our science. And
